HRDC Publicity Guide
Prepared by Kevin Davies ‘10

INTRODUCTION

This handout is intended to be a guide cataloguing the common methods of publicizing shows at Harvard.  Broad and standard rather than innovative and specific, it is meant to be a resource that provides answers to frequently asked questions, and advice on the endeavors that nearly all shows undergo. Advice, anecdotes, and tips would be welcome contributions that can be submitted to the HRDC Publicity Coordinator, who is also available to clarify the contents of this packet and address topics that it does not cover. What is covered in this text is listed below.  Not all shows carry out all these tasks.  When deciding which of these might be useful to you as you work on your show, you might ask yourself the following three questions. 

First, who is your audience?  Would they be interested in your show because it is about a scientist they find fascinating, or because it is the premiere of an original text, or--if the show isn’t actually about these things--if your blurb can make it seem as if it is? Determining the answers to these questions can help you decide the most effective way of selling your show to people who could do any number of things on an evening in Cambridge. It can also tell you how to tailor your publicity to specific audiences rather than using a one-size-fits-all campaign.

Second, when is your audience deciding whether they’ll come to the show? Are people pre-ordering tickets weeks in advance, or deciding the day of, or even in the hour or so before curtain?  Figuring out when your efforts will have the greatest impact is crucial in deciding what to do and when to do it.  What exactly does putting up a poster for your show achieve, for instance?  Probably something a bit different in a physics laboratory than in a freshman dorm.

Finally, how can you best use the resources that you have on hand? Are you making the best use of the money that you are allocated?  Are you making the best use of the time of your cast and staff?  Although you may spend afternoons putting up posters by yourself or sending hundreds of emails while your GPA plummets more quickly than your spirit, you do have some money and a team of people that can be goaded into helping you.  Use them; they may take time to get moving, but they’ll be happier in the end when there is actually someone to see their work.
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Harvard Resources
THE ART

The American Repertory Theater and the Office for the Arts at Harvard are two of the most valuable resources on campus for publicity.  The ART’s staff can provide loads of helpful advice on how to structure your publicity; remember, while your life depends on your show’s success, their jobs depend on theirs.  As such, they’ve discovered a number of novel ways to reach out to the people of Cambridge, and you can take advantage of the experiences they’ve had, the contacts within the newspaper industry they’ve made, and what they know about who to talk to and how to phrase your message.

The people at the ART are busy professionals, and so if you’re having trouble reaching them via email, it’s best to just pop right into the offices where they are busy being professional.  Introduce yourself and set up an appointment to speak.  They will rarely, if ever, come to you, but if you go to them they will likely provide invaluable help and may even continue to work on your behalf on your own time.  While you can’t count on them for such extravagant efforts, you can count on their advice and their assistance in making contact and opening doors that they, a professional theater company, can access about but we, students, cannot.  

Kati Mitchell (kati_mitchell@harvard.edu), who works in the marketing department, is often happy to get in contact with local newspapers and media on behalf of students.  She readily answers her email, and her office is on the rightmost end of the hallway mentioned above. 

THE OFA

The OFA’s employees are quite tech savvy and email-accessible.  Their main offices are located in 74 Mt. Auburn Street, right across from the Bank of America.  While the people at the OFA don’t have the same experience in reaching out across Cambridge as the ART does, their position within the University itself gives them a great vantage point from which to see how to sell shows to the Harvard community. 

Depending on when your show goes up, two people in particular may be of great help.  If your are lucky enough to have a residency during ArtsFirst weekend, you should definitely get in touch with Matt Weinberg, who runs ArtsFirst publicity and has been a tremendous asset to shows opening in and around this time in the past.  While ArtsFirst is his provenance, he will likely be able to offer you other publicity tips for advertising your show in and around Cambridge.  

Tom Lee is another great contact to make any time of the year.  He works on publicity in addition to the Learning from Performers events that the OFA produces, and his extensive experience in advertising those events has allowed him to make plenty of contacts within and beyond Harvard.  If you have an exciting idea about how to sell your show but need help getting the idea off the ground (for instance, when we (The Space Between, Harvard Playwright’s Festival, and The Freshman Musical, and the Quad) approached him about somehow making a story of the fact that four student-written shows were opening all at once, he was instrumental in getting us on the radar of the gazette, which subsequently lead to the story being placed prominently on the my.harvard.edu portal). Both Tom (lee16@fas) and Matt (arts@fas) are readily accessible via email.

Finally, don’t forget the OFA employees who work in the New College Theatre; they are the employees of the OFA who have the most contact with students, and thus, if you ask them for advice about how to get in touch with their colleagues or which of their colleagues might most be able to help you, they may offer you some solid advice.  Dana Knox is the best person to contact for such insights into the workings of the OFA. 

STUDENT GROUPS AND OTHER SHOWS

For whatever reason, some of your peers are not involved in the theatrical community and do not subscribe to those weekly newsletters that advertise shows on campus; nevertheless, if you have reason to think your show might appeal to them, you should by all means get in touch with the leaders of the groups to see if they might be able to help your publicity efforts.   In the past, groups have negotiated discounts for their members (provided they can get a large enough number of them to commit to coming), added the show to their own internal newsletters or publicity materials, or simply emailed out about the show to all the email addresses that they have access to but you do not.  The college maintains an extensive list of the registered student groups at Harvard: be warned, the list is massive, and many groups are inactive or function in ways different from what you might expect.  Find it here: 

http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=k35461&pageid=icb.page195191  

Still, there are hundreds of potential audience members whom you might not otherwise be able to reach, or who might read a letter sent out over the QSA-list but not their house list, so it can be worth the effort to reach out.

As well, you can take advantage of those audience members other shows were able to reach but whom you were not by working with the producers of other shows on cross publicity.  This can include everything from discounted ticket prices to mentions of each others’ shows in your program.  Don’t be afraid to ask, and ask early in the process so that you can plan enough time to set up whatever coordination you are able to work out. 

PROFESSORS AND CLASSES

Many professors teach academic subjects related to the thematic subjects of shows; if you are able to convince them that your show synthesizes beautifully with the contents of their course, or at least pitch the show to them that appeals to them because of their academic interest, they might be willing to talk up your show (or, more likely, let you come in and talk up your show) to their class.  Plan your efforts wisely, aiming for intro classes or popular courses, as the classes with the most students are the classes where you are most likely to come across someone interested in your production.  Make this as easy as possible for the professors or TFs you approach to handle (i.e. send them a powerpoint slide they could incorporate into their slide show, send them a blurb they forward to their students, print up flyers and place them yourself next to the handouts they leave by the entrance of the class).  This can be a hit-or-miss approach; see if anyone involved in your show or staff might be better able, because of their relationship with the course/subject matter/professor, be able to score a hit. 

TABLE TENTS AND SANDWICH BOARDS

Harvard offers myriad ways of getting a message out across campus.  Two of the more frequently used are the Table Tents and Sandwich Boards.  Table Tents are those little announcements you see on dining hall tables (often with Food Literacy Project announcements on one side) across campus.  

From the HUDS website: “ Table tent advertisements are free for any Harvard student group, and reservations are accepted on a first-come first-served basis. Groups are limited to one advertisement per semester, of 75 words or less, and may be accompanied by a logo if space permits. HUDS reserves the right to edit entries for space and for sensitivity to the campus population.

To make a reservation, contact Lori Morini at lora_morini@harvard.edu or 617.495.2901.”
Please note: HRDC may only reserve one table tent per semester, for which the Mainstage will get preference.
Be warned, space on the table tents goes FAST, so be sure to submit a blurb well in advance of the weeks you’d like it displayed.

Sandwich Boards (those saw-horse shaped, advertisement-covered things between the Science Center and Thayer Gate) are another University-manage publicity resource.  Space on these is much less competitive than on the table tents, but if your show is opening at one of those times of the year when everyone and their mother is in a show or giving a concert (Freshman Week, Harvard-Yale, ArtsFirst, etc.) be sure to register early.  Student groups (aka the HRDC) may only make one week reservation per 4 weeks, for which the Mainstages will get preference. Reservations must be made through the Student Organization portal.
Print Publicity
POSTERS

Posters are the most commonly distributed publicity material generated on campus.  Things to keep in mind when you distribute yours are how long they’ll be visible, who will see them, and what type of information these people are looking for.  Posters placed in houses and classroom buildings last longer than those placed on kiosks, which are clearly Monday/Thursday between 7:00-7:30 AM.  Early morning postering is largely an effort to get primary space on the kiosks, so structure your postering runs accordingly and don’t worry if you’re not able to hit all the dorms at this time; space will still be available in those places the others days of the week at a less dreadful hour.   Also, don’t forget that many local businesses in Harvard, Porter, Davis, Central, Kendall, and Inman Squares -- to name a few -- as well as schools in these areas have places to put up posters.

The first step in making a poster is finding a designer or downloading the appropriate software to design a poster yourself.  Requests for designers can be submitted over the HRDC Newsletter, sometimes over the VES Newsletter, or to the Tech Database (in the Quick Links section of the HRDC website).  Check the Harvard Theater Database for the names of the previous semester’s poster designers (sometimes listed as Graphic Designers) and contact those people to see if they will work with your show.  If that all sounds like too much work, or if you’d like more control over the design process itself, you can easily access the software that these poster designers often use (Adobe Photoshop or Adobe Pagemaker) in computer labs across campus.  As well, you can download this software for free if you have a Harvard ID# and PIN by going here:

If you are planning to have your poster printed professionally, keep in mind that the poster might have to be formatted in a particular way in order to be properly printed.  In the square, Gnoman Copy (on Mass Ave.) and Flashprint (near Mt. Auburn Street in Brattle Square) are popular places to print posters.  Online, 4over4.com is frequently used by student productions to print posters.

If your show is in the Ex, chances are that you do not have the budget needed to print 11 by 17 color posters professionally.  In that case, posters printed in the Science Center, to the color printer in the computer lab in the basement, are an excellent alternative that many shows use each semester.  

The deadlines to have your poster printed are largely determined by the dates you wish to poster.  But be sure to factor in the time it will take to design the poster, format it properly, print it, ship it etc. when you give your designer his/her deadline.  Posters that arrive too late are a waste of money, effort, and will make you the object of scorn among your cast and staff, as will changing/flubbing important details after the deadline has passed and the posters have been printed.

FLYERS AND DOORDROPS

These handouts offer the opportunity to more actively reach people than posters, because you have the opportunity to interact with them face-to-face (with flyers as you hand them out and with doordrops if you knock when delivering them).  As these are often smaller than posters, be discriminating with the information you place on them.  As well, if you can echo the imagery of the poster on your other print materials, this will help establish a sense of your show among those exposed to both products.  

Flyers can also be left in places where there are many people who might be interested in them, such as in waiting rooms, on tables in common spaces across campus, outside the Loeb Box Office, etc.  Keep in mind that a small number of flyers will suffice, and spreading many flyers in many different places is better than leaving many flyers in one place, where it might easily be dislodged or removed.

PRESS RELEASES

Formatted to read like a news story, press releases are tools you can use to reach out to local newspapers.  An internet search can easily reveal popular formats for these.  Often, you are best off working with someone from the ART or the OFA to distribute these, as their emails to newspaper editors are more likely to be read than the ones you send yourself.  These are typically submitted a few weeks in advance of your show, and are then typically resubmitted frequently as responses are rare.  But the coverage, if/when it comes, is valuable.

Particularly consider local press releases in the event that a prominent member of your cast or crew comes from a local town. Small suburban newspapers always include dull human interest stories, so consider contacting the newspaper to pitch your show for an article or at least submit the show for their calendar listing.

Online Publicity
WEBPAGES

Almost all productions going up in a given semester now have some sort of web presence, which they either manage themselves (The Pudding, G&S, Hyperion, etc.) or which the HRDC hosts and maintains for them.  As well, those shows that are ticketed through the Harvard Box Office are allocated a page where they can submit a blurb and poster.  A web page gives you the chance to create a blurb for your show, showcase the poster or photographs of the work in progress, and otherwise provide reams of information to those who visit it that they might not otherwise be able to obtain from a poster, a flyer, or a door drop.  As well, webpages are indexed by popular search engines like Google or Bing, which can allow many people to hear about your show (when, for instance, searching for the name of a staff/cast member (this, creepily, happens frequently) or when searching for “Harvard Theater”) who might otherwise not.  It is worth the effort it takes to assemble a good blurb, forward posters/images to the HRDC Publicity Coordinator, Emily Vides (who maintains the OFA webpage), and Jason Govastes (who can ensure a poster/blurb end up on the Harvard Box Office).  The sooner you do this, the longer your special content is exposed on the web.  As well, if you are able to link to this information in something like an email blast, you can make your other publicity materials that much more cogent and manageably-sized. 

NEWSLETTERS AND EMAIL LISTS

To clarify, by newsletters, I refer to those emails sent out periodically to a wide audience (the HRDC Newsletter, the Beat, etc.); by email lists, I mean those lists whose content is entirely user-generated and typically unmoderated (overworkedtechies, dramatalk, show lists).  Both of these exist in abundance at Harvard, and using them you can easily spread word about your production to many different parties.  This is not an endeavor to be undergone alone, as it is likely that collectively, your cast and staff have access to more lists than you could ever find on your own.

When crafting email blurbs, it is good to keep in mind the attention span of your audience (longer on things like the HRDC Newsletter, shorter than you can imagine on things like house lists) and what kind of people you are writing to. You’ll likely get a better response from say, people on a cast list and people on a health policy list if you send them different, shorter blurbs designed to spark their interest instead of one, longer blurb designed to cover everything--that is what your webpage/facebook event etc. are for.

In addition to newsletters, theater lists, and Harvard list-servs, do keep in mind that many list-servs for other area school accept submissions from Harvard productions.  Students have successfully advertised over listservs at  MIT, Emerson, Boco, BU and many other area schools in the past.  To find such lists, internet search engines are your best friend. 

ONLINE CALENDARS

Many online calendars accept submissions for free; although many events end up on the more popular calendars (such as that maintained by the Boston Globe), Harvard theater events do attract some attention.  It is best to submit your event early in your publicity process, so that you leave plenty of time for your submission to be processed by those maintaining the calendar and for people who use the calendar to see your event. 

PERSONAL EMAILS/FACEBOOK

Perhaps the most effective form of publicity because they are targeted at an audience--friends/family--whose investment in a production is personal, personal emails and facebook invites (sent with personal messages by members of your cast and staff) should not be neglected.   Though your audience will ultimately contain more people than friends and family, and your publicity materials will need to have an impact beyond the people you already know, your publicity efforts should definitely extend to this core audience.  

This is one task where your primary job will be to motivate others, rather than taking charge of the work yourself.  Cast and staff members who are happy with the show are those most likely to invite their friends to see it; while you can’t force anyone to take pride in the production, you can make sure that you (if you are the producer) are a visible figure to these people and that they feel as if you are invested with them.  Cast and staff members who are happy with you are those most likely to go the extra mile when you ask them; and don’t be afraid to actually ask, in person, rather than in a mass email.  These forms of publicity rely on human connection for their efficacy, and enacting them often requires that you have some sort of human connection with your staff as well.
